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Abstract 
The removal of children from their homes in case of sexual abuse by a close relative or neighbour may be criticized as increasing 
their level of distress. However reports by 22 young survivors of child sexual abuse in South Africa proved otherwise.  The 
findings revealed that alternative placement (especially a welfare institution) could help in facilitating recovery from the negative 
consequences of child sexual abuse because it permits separation from the abusers, a place where the abuse had occurred and 
from people who reacted negatively towards them after disclosure. When removed to alternative placements, their sense of 
security increased and they also they benefit from the presence of additional support received from agencies and community 
members who provided volunteer services to the welfare agencies. They also had access to professional therapy. The 
recommendation is that alternative placement ease negative consequences of child sexual abuse, however it should not be 
prolonged. It could be effective if it is accompanied by regular home visits during weekends and holidays. Also, non-abusive 
family members should be encouraged to visit the child in an alternative placement.  While removed from their homes, their 
safety should not in any way be threatened and they should receive proper treatment from care workers.  The findings reported in 
this paper were obtained by means of in-depth interviews conducted on one-to-one basis with young survivors recruited at 
welfare institutions in South Africa by means of snowballing.  Participants were in the age range of 16-23 years, and belonged to 
three racial groups in South Africa: White, Coloured (mixed race) and Blacks.  All children have been sexually abused by either a 
close relative or a neighbour.  They were 21 females and a male.  
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1. Method 
This qualitative study followed grounded theory as its approach. The approach facilitated the grounding of all analysis and 
conclusions directly in evidence that had been generated through a systematic development of concepts and theories 
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Participants and Setting 
 
The sample consisted of 22 participants recruited with the help of their peers and social workers based at eight different sites 
located in Gauteng Province, namely: 2 places of safety, 4 children’s homes, a social welfare office and an organisation for 
women in an informal settlement.  Twenty-one of the participants were females and only one was male. Their ages ranged 
between 15 and 23 years. Participants belonged to three racial backgrounds: White (11), Black (5), and mixed races (6).  Twelve 
participants had been sexually abused by their close family members whilst ten had been victimised by non-relatives. The abuse 
was once-off in the case of three participants and 15 had been abused for over a year by either one perpetrator or more. The age 
of initial abuse ranged from 3 years to 16 years. At the time of interviews, all participants were still attending school except in 




Data collection involved the use of in-depth individual interviews. The strategy permitted flexibility in terms of the question 
posed and issues to pursue (Charmaz, 2006).  The interviews were conducted with each participant in a face-to-face manner.  The 
interviews took place in the afternoons and began with the clarification of the study purposes and ethical matters so as to allow 
participants opportunity to decide about their participation. The interviewed were conducted informally in participants’ home 
languages, which were mixed with English and sometimes Afrikaans. They lasted between 30-2 hours depending on the 




To avoid the collection of unfocussed data, data analysis and collection occurred alongside each other following three stages 
of coding namely; open, axial and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  
 
2. Results  
 
Removal from home, which was usually a place where the sexual abuse had occurred, was considered by participants as a 
strategy that eased the negative emotions associated with their experience. Participants were removed to their relatives and/or 
social welfare institutions.  The removal to an alternative placement contributed to the enhancement of a positive self-esteem and 
ultimately to other negative emotions created by sexual abuse such as anger, shame, guilt and flashbacks. Participants indicated 
that the reason their emotions improved while living in welfare institutions included: a sense of security, accessibility to 




With regard to security, alternative placement allowed for separation from the perpetrator and the place where the sexual 
abuse had occurred. For that reason, anxieties and fears that the sexual abuse might be repeated diminished. Moreover 
participants were also separated from the people who reacted negatively after the disclosures and from those who were unable to 
protect them from further abuse by the perpetrator. Again, this allowed feelings of anger and other emotions related to 
stigmatization to fade. The sense of security was clear in Salome’s words as she indicated that:   
 
I think that now that I am far from my father, I know he cannot come and abuse us here, and at least we are all girls here; 
there are no boys. 
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The sense of security that was felt when placed in alternative locations helped some participants to grow out of antisocial habits 
which emanated from feelings of powerlessness to stop the sexual abuse.  The illustration by two participants, namely Simba and 
Shona bear evidence. Simba’s withdrawn behavior, which emerged from feelings of insecurity, diminished when she came to live 
in the welfare institution. She became sociable and played with other children at the home. She mentioned that: 
 
I no longer think too much about the problem because I am not out there where I could be caught by the rapists.  I can 
even play with other children. 
 
Shona reported diminished tendencies to act aggressively towards peers, especially when school work was frustrating.  
Aggression was the behavior she commonly resorted to when she was overpowered by feelings of powerlessness to stop her 
stepfather from sexual abusing her, as he was hitting her when she refused her sexual demands.  Moreover, her mother would not 
protect her because she refused to belief Shona. She said: 
 
I used to swear to my friends, and call them “bitch” or that they are f….ked up, but since I came to this place all have 
changed.  If I say anything that is inappropriate, I am able to ask myself - “why I am saying to that person?” Then I 
apologized or sometimes write them letter to ask for forgiveness.  
 
Eleven participants experienced fewer flashbacks and/or forgot about their previous experiences of sexual abuse when they lived 
in alternative homes. For example, Hopane’s flashbacks faded following her placement at a social welfare institution after five 
years of frequent sexual abuse by her uncle. The abuse did not occur there and her previous experiences of sexual abuse were not 
known. In explaining her situation at her aunt’s place, she pointed out that “I forgot about all the abuse, there was no abuse 
there”.  Although she reported having had sexual fantasies about men, she never mentioned being disturbed negatively by the 
thought of sexual abuse.  
 
Overall, the effectiveness of an alternative placement in easing negative emotions associated with the experience of sexual abuse 
in childhood depended on the presence of elements that might trigger memories about their previous experience of sexual abuse. 
Re-victimization at an alternative placement, or an occurrence of any factor that might trigger about an individual’s previous 




Therapy in welfare institutions is readily available. It was intensive, that is, once a week. When the service was not available 
at the institutions, efforts were made to ensure that sexually abused individuals received the appropriate service from elsewhere. 
Thirteen participants who reported that professional therapy had a positive impact, mentioned that their flashbacks were 
minimized, while negative feelings towards themselves and their perpetrators reduced. Participants who received therapy became 
open about their experiences of sexual abuse. That was noticeable when they told me that they felt happy to have participated in 
the study because their experiences would help others who had been abused. Therapy had a positive impact on their worldviews 
and they felt a desire to make a difference to other survivors’ with similar experiences or with other social problems. Vera talked 
about her rape ordeal and abuse by her own father in class. She also indicated that she even told the people she did not know. 
This was something she had never done before the removal from her own home and/or receiving therapy. Fortunately for her, she 
got a positive response from fellow students as some of them came to share their problem with her. The students applauded her 
for being confident and brave enough to talk about her sexual abuse, and that boosted her self-esteem even more. She said:  
 
The fourth term I was really excited about life because I got rid of all my feelings and my anger was gone. I was feeling 
really great and felt like a new person.  
 
Tia too demonstrated that therapy could erase negative emotions towards the perpetrator and reduce the occurrence of flashbacks. 
 
I am not angry at him (the perpetrator) anymore. She does not worry me anymore because the therapy sessions 
organized for us at this institution were helpful. 
 
2.3. Peer support   
 
Besides the professional therapy that was readily available for individuals in the welfare institutions, there was an opportunity 
of getting extra support from peers with previous experiences of sexual abuse, whom they met during group counseling/therapy 
sessions. In this way, they befriended and supported each other. They also came to realize that they were not the only ones that 
had been sexually abused. As they had all been through similar experiences, they treated each other’s experiences of sexual abuse 
in confidence and provided support for each other. Such support can rarely be obtained when an individual lived in places other 
than welfare institutions, because other places do not offer obvious evidence to suggest that some peers could have been sexually 
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abused.  Knowing other people who had had similar experiences of sexual abuse facilitated resilience, as participants came to 
grips with what had happened to them and gained the courage to reclaim back their self self-esteem, which had been damaged 
previously by the abuse. Participants highlighted the type of support they were getting from their sexually abused peers in the 
following extracts: 
 
Gladness: If I am sick or feels down, Menti is always there to comfort me. And if I am bothered about what had 
happened to me, again, she will come and sit with me, and we will talk about it.   If Menti is sleeping and Phosi is 
awake, she will also be there for me.  I am counting on them. However I am counting more on Phosi than Menti.  
 
These participants clearly demonstrated that peer support helped them cope when they experienced flashbacks or other negative 
emotions that could have caused them to relapse. The impact of peer support was clearly expressed by Potata as follows: 
 
 I could only think about good things (deviation from thinking negatively).  All those negative thoughts were replaced 
by positive ones. I knew that they loved, cared about me and they did not hate me. All these gave me courage to write 
and took active part in my school work. I can assure you that my work is nice. I can now laugh with other children and 
not fight with them. 
 
Potata’s friends helped her regain a positive self-worth. When she came to the welfare institutions she cared less about keeping 
clean but when she met her friends at the welfare institution, they encourage her to paying attention to her hygiene. Being clean is 
an indication of self-love and contributes beneficially to positive self-esteem. 
 
When I came here I was also dirty and the children often say – Potata what is going on with you? They shouted at me 
and I just kept quite. I also went to school wearing dirty clothes, but now I keep clean.   
 
Peer support permits individuals to share strategies for dealing with their problems and it revives the spirit of trust that was lost 
due to feeling of betrayal. All these contributed to an enhancement of self-esteem.  
 
2.4. Support from Religious Organizations  
 
Church activities that were organized by the local church members at the social welfare institutions exerted positive 
influences on some participants; particularly on the way they came to perceive their sexual abuse.  Flashbacks, hallucinations and 
nightmares diminished. Manto told me that she used to read the Bible and prayed every morning. She went to church every 
Friday and Sunday. Also, Menti she became actively involved in church-related activities. Her encounter with religious life at the 
welfare institution made her feel like a new person, and thus, she developed a positive self-image. Also, active participation in 
church activities led to the formation of a different view of the sexual abuse. In our last interview with Manto averred that: 
 
I cannot use that as an excuse anymore because God tells us that yesterday is yesterday, tomorrow is tomorrow. We 
must put the past behind us and carry on because it does not matter how much the past can affect us, we can still make 
the difference. So I do not have the reason to use it as an excuse.  
 
Anger and self-blame, were alleviated and behaviors changed in a positive way. That was clearly demonstrated by Potata in the 
following excerpt:  
 
 I used to get nightmares. I could not sleep. When my mother was talking to me, I would only swear. But now I can see 
because I was praying to God. I do not swear anymore because I have received God and He has changed my life. I 
have forgiven them all, even my abuser, I mean my stepfather. 
 
Potata also told me that ever since she became involved in church activities, she began feeling like a child again and played with 
children of her own age. Menti’s involvement in religious activities helped dissolve her guilt feelings. She said:  
I asked God to forgive me and tell Him that it was not my fault. It is the fault of a person who abused me. By doing that, 
it will just go away. I still love my father because he was forced by Satan to abuse me. 
 
Separation has its advantages; however it can just as easily be devastating to some individuals at a certain stage. A separation 
from family can contribute towards to the development of low self-esteem, especially if the separation is too long, or if children 
are not allowed to visit their families during weekends and/or holidays, or if parents do not come to visit their children.  Four 
participants, who acknowledged feeling safe at welfare institutions, told me that they felt abandoned when they were not living 
with their families and/or when they did not receive family visits. My point is that separation from one’s family may bring about 
positive changes as it gives individuals a break from the sexual abuse and other factors that may have increased its impact. 
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However, if the separation is prolonged and there are no visits from other non-abusive family members, it can give rise to low 
self-esteem and render a child vulnerable to poor school performance.  
3. Discussion 
 Alternative placements eased anxiety and reduced the level of shame because participants were separated from their abusers, 
the place where sexual abuse had occurred and people who had threatened them or reacted negatively towards them after 
disclosure. This contrasted Berliner and Conte’s (1995) suggestion that sexually abused individuals’ level of distress increased 
when placed in places other than their own homes.  People placed in welfare institutions benefited from peers support (Paulson, 
1985) and other factors such as, religious activities, the support of care workers and therapy.  Therapy and religious activities 
changed perceptions of the abusers and the experience of sexual abuse as they came to adopt positive personal coping strategies 
for dealing with their sexual abuse.  Shame was further ameliorated when participants realized that other students in the welfare 
institutions had also been sexually abused.  They shared their experiences without fear and learned coping strategies from each 
other. In addition, they identified with positive characteristics of peers through social interaction and emulation (Paulson, 1985).  
The findings also indicate that being placed in a welfare institution could provide more security than either a foster home or a 
friend’s, neighbour’s or relative’s home where re-victimization was possible. Another disadvantage of being moved to a place 
other than a welfare institution is that therapy is not always available and chances to benefit from their peer support are minimal.  
Alternative placements could provide a long-term remedy if the survivors of child sexual abuse were encouraged to visit 
home and/or visited by family members such as, non-abusive parent and siblings.  Dunn (1998) advised that continuing 
communication and contact between children and parents would help them to adapt and to reassure that they are not abandoned. 
This advice might not apply to victims of intra-familial sexual abuse.  This study revealed that such victims were unlikely to 
make contact with their families as soon as they had arrived at welfare institutions because the emotional effects of their 
experience were still intense.  However, the aversion diminished with time due to the influence of services offered by the welfare 
institutions. During that time, some participants were likely to miss their families. When this stage is reached, survivors should be 
encouraged to bond with their families again.  Contacts with families would lessen worries about their family members (Doyle, 
1990).   
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